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Ruth retired from Northwestern in 1995 and 
left Chicago in 2006 to live near her children in 
Eugene. In 2010, the university recognized her 
lifetime achievements by endowing the Ruth K. 
Freinkel Professorship in Dermatology.
The outpouring of sympathy from past trainees 
after her demise reflected the lasting impression 
she had as a role model and clinician. She “never 
rushed with patients in making a clinical decision” 
and often “made a brilliant diagnosis on a diffi-
cult case.” She was “a true luminary in our field,” 
“a legend,” “a force,” and “a giant.” She will be 
“remembered for her great intelligence, her robust 
research efforts and her compassion for patients...
She helped us all to be better dermatologists.” 
Finally, she “patiently led us through the JID with 
an emphasis on detail and data that others might 
gloss over. Although in private practice, I’ve contin-
ued to get the JID for 30 years, so as to keep up just 
a little with what Ruth so carefully taught us.” 
Ruth made an indelible impression on both of 
us as well. She guided us toward careers as der-
matologists and investigators during medical 
school (EAB) and residency (ASP), sending us to 
work with wonderful leaders and mentors in der-
matology research and thus launching our clinical 
and research careers.
To provide a thorough impression of Ruth 
Freinkel, including her time, her challenges, and 
her contributions, we have culled the following 
paraphrased excerpts from a recorded interview 
done for the SID by one of us (ASP) on 28 June 
2010. Ruth’s reflections have meaning for all of 
us in indicating the value of support from our 
families and colleagues, deep scientific curios-
ity, and an enduring will to contribute to a body 
of knowledge.
Can you tell us who in the past was a fundamental 
influence in your career?
Number one would have been my dad [Paul 
Kimmelstiel], who was a pathologist, very inter-
ested in research, did a lot of research himself 
and convinced me that that was a valuable thing 
to do. He had me work in his lab from time to 
time. The second person was Dr. Irvin Blank, 
who worked in the lab next to mine when I was 
Dr. Ruth Freinkel died 17 May 2014 at the age of 87 at her home in Eugene, Oregon. Born in Hamburg, Germany, 
in 1926, Ruth immigrated to the United States 
when she was seven years old with her fam-
ily (including her father, Paul Kimmelstiel, 
who described Kimmelstiel–Wilson syndrome/
diabetic nephropathy). 
Ruth was a pioneer. She was one of only five 
women in her class at Duke Medical School and 
one of the first female dermatology residents at 
Harvard. She married Norbert Freinkel, a world-
renowned diabetologist, and completed a fellow-
ship in biochemistry at Cambridge University. 
She arrived at Northwestern University Medical 
School in 1966, when her husband was recruited 
as chief of the endocrinology, metabolism, and 
nutrition division. She was the first full-time fac-
ulty member in dermatology at Northwestern, 
where she divided her time among patient care, 
teaching, and bench laboratory investigations. 
Ruth spent 34 years at Northwestern, rising to 
become a professor of dermatology. She was hon-
ored to be editor of the Journal of Investigative 
Dermatology from 1977 to 1982. Her clinical 
and laboratory research led to seminal discov-
eries related to the role of epidermal lipids and 
endocrine–skin interactions, especially as they 
relate to acne and hair disorders. A proponent of 
understanding the basic science underlying clini-
cal observations, Ruth collaborated with David 
Woodley in publishing a basic science book for 
dermatologists (2001). She served as president of 
the Society for Investigative Dermatology (SID) 
from 1984 to 1985 and received the prestigious 
Rothman Award/Medal in 1994. 
Proud as she was of her professional accom-
plishments, she was most proud of her family: hus-
band Norbert, who died in 1989; children Susan, 
Andrew, and Lisa; sons-in-law Eric Wolfe and Ezra 
Tishman; and grandchildren Eli, Isaac, and Moriah 
Wolfe. Ruth was a lifelong learner and a lover of 
science, literature and history, music, Scrabble, 
and a good bear-claw pastry. 
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at the Massachusetts General Hospital. He thought I was a 
promising young physician and gave me $5000 to work in the 
lab and start my career in acne research. It was like a fortune. 
Eventually I got a grant, my first grant, in 1960—from the NIH.
How did you decide on a career in the sciences?
I was a college student at Randolph–Macon College for 
Women, which did not send people to medical school, but I 
was quite convinced that I was unattractive and would never 
find a man to marry me. So I needed to have a career to make a 
living. Because of my father, I thought science would be good. 
I subsequently decided to major in chemistry, because I could 
be a chemist and work for DuPont, which at that time was a 
very big employer of women.
How did you transition to dermatology?
I got married in 1955, when my husband (Norbert Freinkel) was 
working at Boston City Hospital. After spending a year working 
in England right after we were married, we returned to Boston. 
The question was, what was I going to do with my life? It was 
clear that Norbie was never going to make a living as a scientist 
at the Boston City Hospital. So, we decided that I was the one 
who had to make the money. But how did you make money 
when you were a woman in medicine at that time? I learned 
from medical school, where I trained with Dr. Lamar Callaway 
(former chairman of dermatology at Duke Medical School), 
that you could make a living and raise a family as a derma-
tologist. And two other people that I worked with were there: 
“Skee” (J. Graham) Smith, who was working with Calloway, 
and then George Hambrick (both former presidents of the SID). 
Well, both of these guys thought that I would do very well in 
dermatology, which is how I got into skin.
How did you get interested in acne research?
When I was at the Mass General Hospital, my first collabora-
tion was with John Strauss (former chair of dermatology at 
University of Iowa; former president of the SID). He was just 
beginning to work on acne, and he was the one who got me 
interested. At that time no one understood how antibiotics, 
such as tetracycline, worked in acne. I decided to look at it and 
made an interesting discovery: that tetracycline blocked the 
production of free fatty acids from sebum triglycerides. In turn, 
that meant that there were fewer free fatty acids, which were 
responsible for the inflammatory response. John and I worked 
together on this project and published together (N Engl J Med 
273:850–4, 1965). 
You were a pioneer. Were you often the only woman?
Ruth Freinkel: Mostly in everything I did I was the only woman. 
Those were different times. There weren’t many women [in 
medicine] and women didn’t do research. If they went into 
medicine at all, they were nurses or maybe some kind of doc-
tors, but they didn’t do research.
Women in the SID were a very new thing when I began. I 
was one of the first. I used to go to all of the SID meetings, to 
which you had to be invited. Eventually I was elected to the 
Board of Directors of the SID, because I had become the editor 
of the Journal of Investigative Dermatology. I was actually the 
person in charge at the time that it merged with the ESDR. I used 
to go to the annual ESDR meeting as well and report as editor 
of the JID. I was also put on an NIH study section, and at that 
time there were no dermatologists on the study section. Later, I 
was elected to the Council (of the National Institutes of Arthritis 
and Metabolic Diseases); that was a big, big honor. In academic 
internal medicine, my husband and his colleagues all went to 
the so-called Atlantic City meetings every year: the American 
Federation for Clinical Research (AFCR), the American Science 
of Clinical Investigation (ASCI), and the Association of American 
Physicians (AAP). There were no dermatologists in any of those 
societies until Thomas Fitzpatrick and Aaron Lerner were 
elected to the ASCI. Later, Arthur Eisen and Irwin Freedberg 
were elected, and shortly thereafter I was elected. It was a huge 
leap, an honor, for someone in my position.
Did you recognize that you were a trailblazer in research?
You know, when you’re blazing trails you don’t really know 
it; you know you just move ahead and try not to step into the 
manure.
Could you tell us what your favorite advice is for those interested 
in research?
My advice would be that if anyone is interested in research 
of the skin, it will be hard. But if you do it successfully, there’s 
nothing equal to the feeling of having accomplished something 
that’s really important. Doing it successfully takes focus, com-
mitment, lots of help, and good luck. As far as dermatology is 
concerned, research is a lot more fun than popping pimples 
and removing warts.
Ruth Freinkel was one of a kind. She will be sorely missed.
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establishment of the Ruth K. Freinkel Professorship by Northwestern 
University in October 2010.
